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February 14, 2002
Memorandum
S u b j e c t : Review of Proposed ATSDR Publ i c Communication for VBI-70 S i t e
From: Aubrey Mil l er , MD, MPHMedical Director Environmental Emergencies& Hazard s
To: Dr. Chris Weis , EPA Region 8

Dr. Weis,
In response to your request, I have reviewed the proposed ATSDR p u b l i c h ea l thcommunication for residents of the VBI-70 S u p e r f u n d site (February 4 version). W h i l e Ia p p l a u d Dr. Mellard's proactive approach to warn area residents about p o t e n t i a lenvironmental hazards around their homes, I am concerned that several e lements ofthi s proposed communication ( l e t t e r ) may in fac t cause undue f ear and confus ionamong recipients. For instance this letter refers to elevated level s of arsenic or lead inr e s i d e n t ' s yard soil sugge s t ing the existence of a p o t e n t i a l , if not d e f i n i t e , ongoingheal th hazard. The recipient is not provided with i n f o r m a t i o n about the actual hazardon their property, or are they given any guidance with which to gauge the magni tude oftheir risk against current h ea l th g u i d e l i n e s or p o p u l a t i o n based studies. For e xampl e ,inclusion of comparative risk information such as, "studies have shown that xpercentage of children and a d u l t s with similar soil concentrations as your yard haveexperienced elevated blood concentrations and have s u f f e r e d from x symptoms or havebeen shown to be at increased risk for cancer, etc," would grea t ly improveunder s tanding and risk communication.
The intent of thi s l e t t er is unclear to me. Is the le t ter intended to raise the level ofconcern among area residents to increase part i c ipat ion in heal th meeting ordiscussions, or is it in t ended to warn individual residents about a s p e c i f i c hazard ontheir property? The current wording of several statements in the l e t t er (e.g., "arsenicsoil l evel s in your yard might be a h ea l th concern," or "if a person grew up in yourhouse, and continued to live there as an adu l t , they might have an increased risk ofcancer because of arsenic levels in your soil," or "these high lead level s in soil could bea concern for preschool children.") pre suppos e s an ongoing heal th hazard at indiv idual



p r o p e r t i e s and is in need of c l a r i f i c a t i o n . It would be h e l p f u l if r e c ip i en t s were prov idedi n f o r m a t i o n regarding the s p e c i f i c exposure level s "of concern" and why, based on thecurrent s c i e n t i f i c l i t e r a t u r e , that these exposure l e v e l s are a risk to the ir h e a l t h .Stat emen t s such as "might be" or "could be" are c o n f u s i n g ; is th i s a h ea l t h concern ornot? The l e t t e r shou ld al so provide i n f o r m a t i o n r e g a r d i n g the prevalence o f s o i l - p i c abehavior and why the s i tuation in this community necessitates a community-widen o t i f i c a t i o n .
The wording in th i s l e t t e r a p p e a r s to be in e f f e c t s e t t i n g a de- fac to na t ionwide p u b l i chea l th action l e v e l , by ATSDR, for certain arsenic and lead soil concentrations (47 and540 p p m , r e s p e c t i v e l y ) . Regardl e s s of the in t ent , I s t r o n g l y sugges t that the l e t t e ri n c l u d e a clear ra t i onal e as to why such a h e a l t h n o t i f i c a t i o n is needed at these l e v e l sof soil concentration, and if t h i s concern is based on acute or chronic h e a l t h e f f e c te n d p o i n t s . A l s o , a p p l i c a b l e s c i e n t i f i c references and risk assessments shou ld becited.
L a s t l y , if these soil exposures truly warrant the proposed p u b l i c h ea l th communication,then r e c i p i e n t s s h o u l d also be provided with s p e c i f i c recommendations and educa t i onali n f o r m a t i o n concerning ways in which their hazard(s) can be reduced (i.e., how canthey protect themse lve s a n d the ir f a m i l i e s ) . P r e s u m a b l y , A T S D R o f f i c i a l s s h o u l d a l s obe n o t i f y i n g state, f e d e r a l , and local health p r o f e s s i o n a l s throughout the countryconfronted with s i m i l a r at-risk p o p u l a t i o n s .
I unders tand that Dr. J a m e s Ruttenber of the U n i v e r s i t y of C o l o r a d o w i l l soon beevaluat ing the prevalence of so i l-pica behavior and the po t en t ia l associations betweencurrent exposures and h e a l t h e n d p o i n t s in th i s community. Given that t h i s research isf o r t h c o m i n g , it may be prudent for h ea l th o f f i c i a l s to wait and let the actual s tudy re su l t sof r e s ident s in th i s community g u i d e any a p p l i c a b l e p u b l i c h e a l t h communications andrecommendations.

Aubrey K . M i l l e r , M D , M P H


